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I have never been one to paddle my own canoe.
Many thanks to everyone who helped me with this project
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Several events in my life have led me further and 
further away from what I believe is the medial line 
of society. I do not wish this story to be an excuse 
for my actions, past, present, or future. Instead, I 
wish simply to share some observations I have made. 
When pushed, a grasshopper or cricket will jump. 
Mysteriously, the jumping creatures always land fac-
ing the area from which it jumped, as if to survey its 
journey. As if taking an inventory of the menace that 
was pestering it.
    As a nine year old boy my world was quickly fading away. 
Five days after celebrating my birthday I woke up to a frenzy 
of conversation and activity in the kitchen of my parent’s 
home. With seven siblings, frenzy and chaos was typical, and 
on this particular morning the underlying order normally es-
tablished by my parents was missing, because my parents were 
missing. During the night my mother had gone to the hospi-
tal. She was having contractions and would soon deliver her 
ninth child.
    It was months before I saw my mother again. If I had 
traveled to the hospital I do not remember going. What I re-
member were the casseroles and soups. They were covered in 
tin foil, and seemed to find their way to our porch each and 
every night. They were the kind of meals served at church 
pot lucks. It was simply food for nourishment but not dinner. 
Because dinner was the only time I conversed with adults, 
and with my mother missing there was no one to facilitate 
this exchange, I was left out. Even now as an adult the details 
are blurry, and just as when I was nine, all I really know is 
that sometime during the labor something went wrong lead-
ing the doctors to perform an emergency cesarean. 
Yellow Hill 01:12
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    Eventually, my new my little sister came home. She was 
small, helpless, and beautiful, but my mother was still gone. 
My mother was not healing properly, and each day the situ-
ation became more and more dire. I was being prepared by 
everyone around me to begin planning how to live without 
a mother. My father withdrew, my siblings withdrew, other 
mentors and leaders withdrew. Something was irritating, 
something was pushing me. I jumped. 
    Turning one hundred and eighty degrees I began to look 
at my home from the outside. This new place felt safe, well 
outside the confines of society. Here the vegetation was sparse 
and low to the ground, comforting. Here I was certain that I 
would be able to see any threat coming, and thereby avoid it. 
More importantly here I could remain in visual sight of my 
home and past, a luxury afforded by the expansive nature of 
the desert. 
    Months before in December of 1989 my family held a 
meeting where we voted on possible names for the new ad-
dition. I believe this democratic way of naming was new to 
everyone in the family, because I am one of the younger sib-
lings I cannot be certain. As a nine year old I was just begin-
ning to develop a sense of individuality so when it came time 
for me to cast my vote I wrote out S-A-M, in just-learned 
cursive on a piece of marbled card stock. I did this knowing 
I could instigate a reaction from my sisters. The paper was 
placed in the ballot box, a bowl borrowed from the kitchen.  
I waited to see how the others would react, I knew this 
would draw the attention to me. It worked. Two of my sisters 
immediately voiced their objections, “I was not taking de-
mocracy serious!” The order of the family meeting was com-
pletely disrupted. I think I remember screaming, but I know 
we all went to bed uncertain of the outcome of the election.   
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    Six weeks later on the fifteenth of January, Samantha Rae 
was typed into the computer next to the time of birth and 
just above the fields for father and mother. 
    While my retreat to the desert can hardly be seen as a 
literal retreat for I returned home each night and progressed 
through school, religious, and developmental norms. The 
memory of nearly loosing my mother has never left me and 
I suppose it never will. Everyone else involved was affected 
in some way. For some, belief in God was strengthened as it 
should be when prayers are answered; for others the weak-
nesses and strengths of modern medicine were confirmed. 
For me I found my place on the outside where I could sit and 
survey the journey.
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This is the story of an old stove that my father 
built. The stove sits quietly on the northern wall in 
the living room of my parent’s home, also built by 
father. While this story is about the stove it is also 
about my relationship with Vernal.
    When I was six or seven my parents moved us to 
a new home at 432 North Kentucky Way. We were 
the only home on the street the result of a busted 
economy. Our home would have been the model home 
for a new subdivision called Greenfield Downs but 
given the state of the economy the developer had 
pulled out leaving only a poured foundation and a 
sign showcasing the master plan of the neighborhood. 
It was a deal too good to pass up and so my father 
bought the foundation and built a home. 
    When we moved into the home it was not quite 
finished—the only finished room was the adjacent 
greenhouse—but it was ours, it was his. I was young 
and remember only bliss, I had no comprehension or 
care for things being finished or unfinished, that is 
something one learns. 
1
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2    As you can imagine construction work slows ex-
ponentially when the work has to be done while si-
multaneously living in a space. It was a fact that had 
not been too bad during the summer when life existed 
outside, but when winter came, and life retreated in-
side, it made things more complicated. Winter comes 
early when you live in the high elevation deserts of 
North America.   
    The stove was to be temporary, it was a work in 
progress, but it worked and was the source of heat 
for the home during the long cold, dark, and depend-
ing on your experience insert another dreary adjective 
Uintah Basin winters. During these winters I could 
be found in one place only, in front of the new stove. 
I loved that place. The fire inside speaking in cracks 
and pops as it consumed the wooden fuel. I remember 
how it seemed that the closer I got the more I could 
comprehend. I loved it there, sitting in its company, 
listening to its stories. We depended on each other, in 
the most symbiotic way.
In Front Of The Old Stove 23:53
    Slowly society would drive a wedge between me 
and the stove, weakening the relationship, by teach-
ing me embarrassment. I learned this emotion from 
unwritten courses by unqualified teachers. I was being 
taught where I fell in the social status pyramid. The 
lessons took place at the public school, at religious 
services, and general association with peers. Very 
quickly I was catching on that one’s status was deter-
mined by the materials and objects they owned. It all 
seemed contradictory and limiting, for up until then I 
had only know the categorization method of age, but 
I submitted. These were confusing times. I struggled 
to fit in, I tried my best to find my place, it became 
a matter of upmost importance. To help me find this 
place I knew I would have to categorize the things I 
owned. I made a plan based on the way I had been 
taught to categorize animals—a decision based on 
my third grade understanding—Mammals have fur, 
have live birth, the young drink milk. Reptiles have 
scales, lay eggs, are cold blooded. I made my list. My 
family owned their home, we had two cars, we had a 
Colleco Vision computer, I had a bike, I had clothes, 
and we had dinner every night. Things seemed pretty 
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4good, this had to place me high in that social status 
pyramid. It seemed the only thing missing or keeping 
me from the top was a Jet Ski, but those are loud. I 
was content. However, my list had been made in the 
summer and was missing one thing that became clear 
once winter arrived, gas heat. 
    This was a devastating blow to both my perceived 
social status, and my method for categorizing. I had 
no way of classifying that old stove, no way of even 
comparing it to anything else. A whole new can of 
worms had been opened. I would have to categorizing 
and qualify the individual objects: what kind of car, 
what kind of clothes, what kind of stove? It was like 
I was being put in charge of naming the duck billed 
platypus, that baffling egg laying mammal. Fitting in 
was so important to me, that rather than confront-
ing or challenging my categorizing method, I avoided 
the task. I was fearful that through admittance of the 
stove’s existence my status in society would become 
lower. I simply pretended that the stove did not ex-
ists, but I never told it that I felt this way; because I 
still relied on its warmth each winter.
In Front Of The Old Stove 23:53
    I should tell you a little more about the stove. It 
is cylindrical in shape, a modest 80x50x80cm in size, 
and it sits squarely on two cinder blocks. A standard 
chimney flue, white, rises from the back, and a small 
rectangular door with a handcrafted dampening system 
faces the room. The stove was specifically built for the 
room and sits in a deep niche beneath a cobblestone 
arch. The cobbles could be classified as boulders. 
    I would sit in front of the stove with my secret, 
not a dark secret, but still something only I knew. I 
knew the stove could not be classified, and wanted it 
to remain this way. I buried the secret and allowed it 
to fester. It was such a harmless secret, yet it dictated 
my actions. I had found a way to prevent myself from 
having any opportunity to outgrown the embarrass-
ment. Things got their worst sometime when I was 
a teenager and the symbiotic relationship I had with 
the stove completely fell apart. The stories that I used 
to listen to, from the crackling embers, were no longer 
being told. The stove was the only one who knew my 
secret, and I was certain that if given the opportunity 
to divulge my secret it would. I had become paranoid, 
it was becoming my yellow wallpaper. 
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6    Speaking of the stove now in this way all sounds 
overly dramatic. Those feelings I had as a teenager 
are gone, and everyone experiences similar feelings, 
right? My method of categorizing and defining social 
status was superficial and childish. Still this was my 
experience, it was my story of love and hate. 
    I am not sure how it happened but when the 
memory of old stove recently resurfaced I realized 
something had changed. My eyes, with the shingles 
removed, now look at the stove with the same devo-
tion that I had for it during that first winter in 1986 
when we moved into the unfinished house. I see it as 
it is, without any aversion or embarrassment. In the 
stove I see the work of my father, his ingenuity, re-
sourcefulness, and creativity. We have begun again to 
converse, to tell stories to one another. 
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We used to eat rabbits. But only after the first 
snow. I guess this was supposed to kill the weaker/
sicker ones. I have never actually killed a rabbit for this 
purpose. My brother Tyler was usually the one who 
would do the deed. He was good with a rifle and 
really seemed to enjoy the long walks through the 
sagebrush. I believe I would eat more rabbits now if I 
ate meat at all. 
Parent’s Kitchen 18:56
    Many years after leaving Vernal I sent a man to prison, 
because I followed the advice of a judge, trusting written 
words more than instinct. I have since lost faith in the justice 
system of our nation. 
    “Bear” as he was called by those who knew him, Russell 
Pikevits to the court, was on trial for breaking his probation. 
He had been charged with two felonies: one for possession 
of a firearm and another for possession of ammunition. The 
firearm in question was a non-functioning and worn out 
.22 caliber rifle, a ceremonial gift to the Pikevits family from 
a relative who lived in Idaho—the fact that the firearm had 
traveled from Idaho was the reason I was sitting as a juror in 
a federal court—The ammunition, the final piece of evidence 
we, the jury, based our decision on was a single .22 caliber 
bullet located in the basement of the house; found 
with the contents of someone’s pockets (A 
book of matches, some receipts, and lint) on an 
end table near the television. 
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    I do not know why I went or why I participated. I was 
young, seven or eight. It was a fall day in early October. 
The older boys talked about the quail and dove season soon 
too open, and how “if they had had their shotguns they’d 
have got so many birds.” There were a lot of birds out that 
Sunday afternoon as we walked through the fields below 
the canal, towards the old cottonwood tree. Each boy had a 
firearm (air rifle). Guns that were used mostly to shoot tin 
cans, old bottles, and the occasional fiberglass signs used to 
identify buried cables.
    I remember it as if it happened yesterday, there was an 
outburst from the boy in the front of the group. He had 
seen something and was signaling us to help pursue. We 
reacted frantically, running and pouring BB’s and pellets 
into our guns. Pumping the guns as fast as we could (20 
pumps was ideal) making our way to the base of the old 
cottonwood tree. 
Parent’s Kitchen 18:57
    When we arrived at the base of the tree the thick taste 
of wet leaves and sage filled our mouths as we caught our 
breath; we had made our presence known to every forest 
creature. I am not sure how it happened, but somehow we 
had managed to surround our prey. We began to advance 
slowly towards the motionless animal, each step amplified 
by the crunching sound of golden leaves. There was no 
way we should have been able to corner that little critter, 
but there it was in the center of the circle of boys, a small 
frightened rabbit. 
    To shoot the rabbit was not a challenge, it was too 
terrified to move. To leave it! That would have been a 
mockery to God, for we had spent all day praying in church 
for this very thing to happen. God had given us this rabbit. 
    I am not sure who fired the first shot, but following it 
was a barrage of gun fire. BB’s are harmless, we justified, as 
tiny tufts of fur floated up from the quivering rabbit. Blood 
began to appear first from the ears, then the mouth, and 
eventually the eyes. I remember the eyes watching us, and 
as I returned a glance from the barrel of my gun the rabbit 
seemed to be asking why? Asking that we show mercy.
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    I am not sure how long the event lasted. Certainly too 
long. Eventually the animal stopped quivering, the eyes 
glazed over, the only movement caused by yet another BB 
entering the lifeless body. The rabbit was dead. Killed by a 
mob. There was a pause.
    We began to discuss what to do with the carcass. We 
knew we could not take it home, for that would mean that 
our guns would be taken away. The majority voted to leave 
it there, to walk away and never speak again of that day. We 
just walked away.
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Kenneth, my father, used to build fireplaces. 
He built the one at our home in Vernal. I be-
lieve he told us all that it was temporary. Per-
haps it was the adjective temporary that made 
me embarrassed by the stove. You see, this tem-
porary stove stood, and still stands, faithfully in 
the center of the living room, it has stood there 
for 20+ years.
Each winter as the temperature dropped out-
side it would draw warmth and life inside 
where I huddled around it.
As a youth I wanted the stove, which was a 
converted steel drum with a rectangular fire-
place door, to morph into something more 
normal, more typical. Perhaps a squat little 
rectangle stove, maybe with a scene of elk on 
the doors. 
Even better, maybe a gas fireplace, although it 
would be only for decoration. The kind with 
artificial logs and glowing wires. In 1988 my 
grandparents had one installed. A gas fireplace 
would mean no more trips to the mountains in 
the fall to gather firewood, nights spent split-
ting wood, or emptying buckets of ashes. It 
meant simply no more work. Instead of work, 
all one would have to do is flip a switch, and 
voilà, instant warmth. Artificial but instant.
Nostalgically, I now long for the fireplace. It 
was not rustic for it was real: a recycled steel 
drum retrofitted with a salvaged fireplace door. 
It heated our home.
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